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Richard “Lee” Chalk sat in his cell in the spring of 1988 in Albany County Correctional
Facility, furious. A few hundred miles away, his mother was being buried in Brooklyn, but he was
missing her funeral because, as he saw it, he had been arrested for sitting in a car.
Chalk shared the cell with five other men, who, with Chalk, had made the trip from their homes
in Brooklyn to Albany a month earlier. The Brooklyn Six, as they would later be named by
police, were heading for a stash house in the State capitol to rob some drug dealers.
It was a chance to make some quick cash, but the robbery turned deadly. Before it was over,
Chalk’s friend Lance Sessoms had shot three people using a submachine gun that Chalk had
provided, wounding Al Graham and killing George Paterson and William Mosely.
Chalk never entered the house, but when he heard gunshots and saw a silhouette stumble past
the car clutching a gunshot wound, he started the car and willed the rest of his friends to get out
of the house. He knew they had to get away fast.
Eventually, all five of his partners piled into the car, and as they sped away, Chalk thought for a
brief moment they were home free. But when they hit the interstate, a police blockade stood in
their way. As helicopters circled overhead, Chalk swerved off the road, rolling the car over once.
He took off running as soon as he could get the door open but didn’t get far before he was
tackled by two state troopers and arrested beside the Thruway at the New Palz exit.
Several months later, in November 1988, Chalk, then 30, was sentenced to 71 and two-thirds
years to life. He was charged with 2nd degree murder, attempted murder, robbery and burglary.
Although a jury found that Chalk should not bear responsibility for the deaths of George and
William Mosely since he didn’t pull the trigger, Judge Joseph Harris overruled them during
sentencing.
“You were a part of a murder team that came up from Brooklyn to rob and commit burglary,”
Harris said. “And you didn't think that you were coming up to some arcade up here, a shooting
competition against some other team. You knew exactly what was going to be happening up
here.”
Chalk was trucked up to Fishkill Correctional Facility to begin his sentence, and the rest of his
life.

Though Chalk wasn’t ready to admit his guilt at the trial, he has spent the last 31 years in the
New York State Correctional system grappling with his responsibility for the deaths of George
and William Mosely. During his time in prison, Chalk has come to accept his responsibility for
the death of two men, and to dedicate the rest of his life to showing his remorse.

“I could never get back what I lost and I can never give back what I took,” says Chalk.
He’s applying for executive clemency, asking New York State Gov. Andrew Cuomo to end his
sentence. Chalk believes he’s paid his debt to society.
The governor’s power to grant clemency is almost completely unfettered. He can make the
decision unilaterally, at any time, for any reason, provided he is willing to weather the political
consequences.
Political calculation and a tradition of law and order sentiment in state government has kept
successful clemency bids rare. Since 2016, at least 6,489 New York state prisoners have
submitted applications for clemency, according to records obtained through Freedom of
Information Law filings obtained by The City. Governor Andrew Cuomo has granted a mere 18
sentence commutations since he took office in 2011.
Despite the slim chance of success, some criminal justice reform advocates have turned to
executive clemency as one piece of the solution to lowering New York’s prison population.
During the 1980s New York State’s incarceration rate exploded, and state prisons were flooded
with men like Chalk. From 1970 to 1980, incarceration rates nearly tripled in New York, and
continued to rise until their peak in the late 1990s when more than 70,000 prisoners filled State
prisons.
Strict policies like federal mandatory minimum sentencing laws and the Rockefeller Drug laws,
were major drivers of incarceration in New York. In Chalk’s case, his participation in a crime that
shocked Albany played a large role in his long sentence.
News of the Brooklyn Six and the shootout that took place on Mar. 9 shocked Albany. The local
media broadcast details of the crime day and night.
“Getting arrested in Albany at that time was like being in 1940’s Mississippi,” says Steve
Zeidman, director of the Criminal Defense Clinic at CUNY Law School. Zeidman is helping
Chalk, along with Lance Sessoms, with their clemency applications.
Judges in Albany, responding to the community’s fear that the high crime rates in New York City
would migrate to the state capitol, were in the habit of doling out extreme sentences in drug
related crimes.
“Ours is a family community. First and foremost, society must be protected,” Judge Harris said
in an article published just before Chalk’s arrest. “Any crook doesn't like the Albany County
system, they can take their business elsewhere.”

The law and order politics that contributed to Chalk’s extreme sentence have softened
somewhat in recent years. Incarceration rates have slowly declined over the last two decades,
and an energized criminal justice reform movement is winning ground in state politics.
Clemency remains a beacon of hope for Chalk, especially since last year Alphonse Riley-James
and Roy Bolus, two of the Brooklyn Six who were arrested alongside Chalk, were granted
clemency.
But politics are not the only consideration in Chalk’s application.
Unlike an appeal or parole hearing, applicants for clemency submit a packet of information. The
application doesn’t hinge on proving innocence, but instead aims to demonstrate the prisoner
has been adequately rehabilitated and is ready to reenter society.
Their letters of support and certificates marking completion of programs inside prison are sent to
the governor’s Executive Clemency Bureau.
Gov. Cuomo traditionally issues his decisions on New Year’s Eve.
If Chalk doesn’t receive clemency, he would be 82 years old before he’s eligible for parole.
However, prisoners are rarely released after their first time before the parole board, and can
often serve 10 or more years more than their minimum sentence before their release.
In pictures from before his arrest, Chalk is lean and muscular. He’s sporting a high-top fade
and beams warmth from soft eyes. He’s traded the 80’s hair style for dreadlocks that now reach
the back of his knees. His eyes still have a joyful spark, but they’re wary now. On an October
afternoon in the visitor’s room of Green Haven Correctional Facility, he glances around the
visitor’s room keeping tabs on the men in green jumpsuits around him.
When Chalk made the decision to drive up to Albany, he knew it could have serious
consequences.
“I knew it was a bad decision, I knew. But I did it anyways. And I wish I could, but I can never
take that back,” Chalk says.
Chalk had already been dealing firearms in Bed-Stuy, where he grew up, for several years and
ran his illicit side business when he wasn’t working his day job for the city Parks Department. He
provided the arms used to gun down George and William Mosely back in 1988.
In 1975, Chalk served a 6-month stint in federal prison at the Metropolitan Detention Center in
Brooklyn for participating in a bank robbery.

Norma Jean Chalk, his grandmother, lived in North Carolina until she moved the family to New
York City in the 1930’s. Lee remembers Norma Jean teaching him to shoot on a visit back to the
south when he was 10. She lined up cans on a rail in an empty field, drilling Lee until he could
hit them effortlessly with her pistol.
“In my neighborhood, at that time, you had to know how to protect yourself,” Chalk says. “My
grandmother was from the south, a tough old lady, she taught me how to use a gun very
young.”
Crime in New York City was at a record high when Chalk was growing up, and his grandmother
wanted to be sure he knew how to protect himself.
Chalk’s penchant for entrepreneurship also began at an early age. Chalk was big for his age,
and at 14 he talked his way into a job making deliveries in a milk truck. He would buy juice from
the corner store and sell it for profit to help the family.
“We weren’t the poorest people in my neighborhood, we knew how to get by,” says Chalk.
For most of his childhood, Chalk lived in Lafayette Gardens public housing in Brooklyn, where
his sister Geanie still resides. Chalk’s father lived in Brooklyn but didn’t play a role in his kids'
lives. From a young age, Chalk had to step up to support his single mother and grandmother..
When Chalk joined the United States Army in 1975, he spent 10 years traveling the world from
Korea to Germany. He also learned much more about firearms, which fueled his business after
he returned to Bed-Stuy five years later.
Chalk joined a gang after returning from overseas and wouldn’t hesitate to fight when
necessary. Once a young man in a rival gang robbed an old man in his building. The old man
was badly beaten, and Chalk went after him with a handgun.
Despite his criminal behavior, Chalk had a sharp sense of right and wrong. He describes a deep
well of anger that was always on the verge of boiling over when he was younger. Chalk grew up
through the civil rights movement, and says he saw racism play out every day.
“I felt that society didn’t care about me, that it had turned its back on me. So I turned my back on
society as a whole,” Chalk says.
Chalk was one of a handful of black students to attend Richmond Hill High School in Queens,
where he was placed as a part of school integration efforts in the 1970’s. He remembers white
kids chasing him and the other black kids on their way to the bus every day, throwing rocks at
them and shouting slurs. He felt that society didn’t care what happened to poor black people, so
he stopped caring about his contribution to society.

The disillusionment only got worse as he grew older and reached its zenith when his mother
contracted colon cancer.
“My mother and I were more sister and brother than mother and son,” Chalk says. She treated
him as an equal partner in providing for the family, and they shared a close bond.
Chalk’s mother fell ill about a year before his arrest. He, his sister Geanie and his cousin
Michael Harris would visit her every day after work at New York Presbyterian Hospital. Chalk
watched her deteriorate into a weak, frail shadow of herself. He says she weighed no more than
90 pounds during her chemotherapy treatments.
“I kinda was mad at god for taking my mother, after all she endured to raise us. I felt that she
didn’t deserve to die from cancer,” Chalk says. “My reaction was to be disobedient, to life and
society as a whole.”
Chalk was arrested beside Interstate 87 a month before his mother died. No one in the family
told her he had been arrested. The Brooklyn Six were treated as high profile security risks, and
the court barred him from attending her funeral.
When he first arrived at Fishkill Correctional Facility in December 1988, Chalk wore his anger
on his sleeve. He buried the guilt of abandoning his family, knowing he was forcing them to
grieve his loss as well as the loss of their mother.
Geanie came to visit him after the funeral, furious. “Who’s gonna take care of me? Who’s gonna
watch out for me?” Geanie remembers yelling at him.
She didn’t visit him again for a year. Over time, her anger subsided and she became one of his
most frequent visitors.
“No matter what he did, he’s my brother,” said Geanie. “I could never just turn my back on him.”
She took a shuttle once a month, a tedious five-hour ride upstate, stopping endlessly along the
way to pick up more visitors.
In his first year in prison, Chalk dedicated himself to learning the law and earned his legal
research certificate in June of 1989.
He spent his time poring over legal briefs, trying to build a case to appeal his sentence. He
couldn’t understand how such a long sentence could be fair when he hadn’t even pulled the
trigger.
He was eventually successful, and earned an acquittal on one of his murder charges,
shortening his sentence to 50 years to life.

The Brooklyn Six moniker followed him as he was transferred from prison to prison, from Fishkill
to Green Haven to Sullivan, Sing Sing, and back to Green Haven where he’s been since 2003.
The title was spoken of with quiet respect from some inmates, and disdain from corrections
officers.
Chalk hated the name. He didn’t want his identity to be synonymous with the horrific killings on
Mar. 9 1988. Though he could have used the name to gain respect inside, flaunting his
reputation as a dangerous criminal, one wouldn’t want to cross, he refused to accept the title.
Chalk’s reputation as a legal whiz also followed him. He often helped other prisoners with their
cases.
When he was sent to Great Meadows, he met Gary Rodriguez. Rodriguez was convicted for
robbing two drug dealers, a husband and wife team, and lived in the cell next to Chalk.
Rodriguez told Chalk he felt his trial had been unfair. After learning the details of his case, Chalk
realized Rodriguez hadn’t been accurately represented, and that the evidence used to convict
him was flimsy.
Chalk helped Rodriguez file a brief, even when Rodriguez’ lawyer told him there was no way to
shorten his sentence. A few months later, Chalk did one better and Rodriguez’s case was
overturned when Chalk proved there was never adequate evidence to convict Rodriguez.
“That was my favorite time of helping somebody,” Chalk said. “That was the first time when I
really thought that doing legal research and working in a law library was definitely a beneficial
thing because you can help other people besides myself.”
Chalk read voraciously. He has read his favorite book, The Count of Monte Cristo, five times. He
identifies with Edmond Dantes, the novel’s main character, who spends six years in prison
before finally proving his innocence.
Chalk moves through Green Haven like a politician, with seemingly everyone owing him a favor.
When he walks through the heavy iron barred doorway to the visitor’s room he promises a
corrections officer with slicked back hair that he’ll be getting his three drawer filing cabinet later
that evening.
Corrections officers see Chalk as a hard worker, and an honest man. John Weigand, who was a
corrections officer at Sullivan Correctional Facility when Chalk was there said he would gladly
invite Chalk into his home if Chalk were ever released.
“I know all about his crime,” Weigand said. “For the years that I worked with him he was a model
inmate. I think Mr. Chalk has more than paid his dues for the crime that was committed. I would
love to see Mr. Chalk receive clemency.”

While Chalk was initially enraged at what seemed to him an unfairly long sentence, he realized
that his defiant attitude wouldn’t serve him well inside prison. When he reflected on his thinking
before coming to prison, he knew he would have to shed his old self and become someone
new.
“I wasn’t getting anywhere; I wasn’t being productive. Nothing good was coming, everything
coming was bad, it wasn’t worthy, it had no substance,” Chalk says.
He realized that his anger had been the root of his troubles, and that he had used it as an
excuse to act lawlessly. He watched other men come into Green Haven just as angry as he had
been and could see how futile their lashing out was.
He carefully avoided drawing the ire of prison staff, only receiving nine disciplinary tickets in his
time in state prison. In Green Haven, he made his way to “Honor Block,” the special housing
unit given to inmates with exceptionally clean disciplinary records. Here he can move freely
around the prison, and has access to a kitchen to cook his own food.
He hasn’t had a ticket for years, as a single demerit would move him back into general
population.
Chalk looks forward to Monday nights when around 40 men serving long term sentences sit and
discuss and write about the guilt and remorse they feel for their victims, their frustrations with life
in prison, and their hope for returning to the outside world. Chalk credits the class put on by the
Exodus Project, a non-profit that works with those serving long sentences, for helping him
change.
“I realized it would be more beneficial for everyone to do better for other people, instead of just
destroying stuff,” Chalk said.
Last year Chalk’s sister Geanie was diagnosed with colon cancer. The pain from radiation has
made it impossible for her to make the trip to Green Haven, and she hasn’t seen Chalkin about
a year.
Chalk is hoping to be released to be able to care for Geanie the way he wasn’t able to care for
his mother.
“Geanie always said I went to prison a man, but I’ll leave prison a better man,” Chalk said. “The
first place I’ll go to is my mother’s grave, and then I’ll go to be with Geanie.”
Chalk’s application for clemency was submitted on Nov. 18.

“I don’t know if I’ll get clemency, I know that I might die in here,” says Chalk. “I can’t change
what happened. I can only do better. Sorry is not enough, but all I can do is let my actions show
who I am now, is not who I was in the past.“

